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Using Student Assessment Data:
What Can We Learn From Schools?

By Allison Cromey

Introduction

ew education initiatives and calls for
Nincmascd acconntability have raised the
demands on schools to develop more effective,
integrated methods for assessing student achieve-
ment. Schools typically use many different
assessment methods. They are now being pres-
sured to align those methods not only within the
school system itself, but also with state and dis-
trict standards, and local curriculum and instruc-
tional practice. To accomplish this goal, schools
must strive to promote a unified vision for stu-
dent achievement and to provide teachers and
administrators with the time and training neces-

I~ - - ! - sary to properly use data on student progress.
.S, OEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION | .
e %z's%"u'&a'r-:s”fum' ManoN This edition of Policy Issues draws on informa-

tion gleaned from case studies of nine Michigan
public schools (five elementary, three middle,
rand one high school) conducted by the North

. of view of opinions stated in this
mml do not necessarly reprasent

ofiicial OER! position or poscy.

Central Regional Educational Laboratory
(NCREL) in 1999.' NCREL researchers wanted

" *to better understand how schools were using stu-

dent assessment data obtained from multiple
sources. Highlighted here are the challenges
faced by educators in this endeavor and common
strategies used by schoois to overcome thesc
challenges. From this work and drawing on a
larger body of research, we offer policymakers
and practitioners recommendations to support
better usc of asscssment data in schools.

In response to demands for higher levels of acad-
emic performance in our nation’s schools, poli-
cymakers, educators, and the general public
increasingly point to student achicvement testing
with large-scale assessments as a necessary com-
ponent of, and catalyst for, education reform
(McDonnell, 1994; Loveless, 2000; Simmons &
Resnick, 1993; Smith & O'Day, 1991). Recent
waves of new or expanded state-mandated
assessmeants have added to the already lengthy
list of student assessments used by schools,
including district-administered norm-referenced
tests, student portfolios, and assessments related
to government-sponsored early literacy
initiatives® (see Assessment box on page 2).

Many schools work diligently to integrate this
multitude of assessments and to blend the result-

.ing information into an overall picture of student

achievement, while responding to the varying
information demands of their stakeholders. The
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task is a difficult and daurting one

The density and range of available

:twmem as the Centerplece that calls for sdditonal time, atteation,  information contributes to the arduous
Reform a:td energy—challenging require- task of effectively analyziog and
Most s'mf ;:V:t’::de ;:;:.em ments in and of themselves to school  EPplying assessnent results to deci-
assessmen . s . :
is of telr administrators and teachers. sions about instruction, the curriculum,
school reform and improvement or educational programs. For schools
efforts. Consider the following: Thei . . . ) ’
_ . information, or feedback, gained with scarce resources, the scope of
849 states have implemented from assessments varies along several this task can seem overwhelming. In
a s:te student assessment domains, including: . these cases, reams of computer-gen-
system. erated data from states o districts
B46 states have implemented #Rate of feedback (infrequent vs. about student performance may rest
afusgssr:m that me:sulre frequent) untouched on shelves. Similarly,
student achievement rela- sorted performance :
tive to specified content sType of feedback (general vs. generatedp:; stud m‘:::ﬁ“:g 1
and performance standards specific) . :
in core subjects such as pee into teacher gradebooks with no
reading, math, and science. Figure | illustrates how different ypes  216mpk 10 find commbn tends
BState assessments are typi- of assessments can be tied to these within classrooms (.)l' amons vapous
op . ' student demogrephic groups.
cally administered in variables and to evaluative questions Erep
fourth, eighth, and tenth relevant to various educational stake-
grades, but some states are holders. It also suggests the rich yet Understanding the Challenges
conducting assessments as
early ss kindergarten. w"fp]“ array of assessment datn Professionals in most industries rely
Source: CCSSO Annual Survey of avml.able to teachers ‘“‘d administra- on data about their financial status,
Suc Assessmeat Systems, 1993, tots in their efforts to improve school current inventory, weekly sales, rates
i ' and student performance.
Figure 1. The Richness and Complexity of Student Assessment Datii
———— . -o--——-..-.. . . - - . -t s we - .. ‘
Annually to students in selected grades National/Intemational Assessments . 1
; Are students performing optimally? B
2 . <
: Large-Scale Assessments %
i Are students meeting the state standards? N &
T - - ' g
Diagnostic Assessmeats =~
As needed/usually 1x /year l What are students’ cogaitive strengths and needs? | S
"‘ Student Report Cards . E
% Oncelapprox. 6 weeks ] How are students performing in general? N =
h § - o rrerew .-
h) Once/curticulum uni . Performance Assessment
é neefcurriculum unit 'l Can students apply and generalize what they've leamed? |
' Classroom Curriculum Unit Tests, Quizzes
Weekly i Did students learn 1?2 ' |
) Formative Assessments
Daily | Are ctudents learning it? Y




of return, rates of employee tuenover,

and so on to guide their decision
making. Yet educators have histori-
cally relied less on data to guide
their practice than they do on intu-
ition, teaching philosophy, or personal
experiences. Several factors con-
tribute to this tendency:

Analytical Training

Neither teachers nor administrators
routinely receive formal training on
how fo assess students or how to
apply assessment information to
instruction (Cizek, 2000; Schafer &
Lissitz, 1987; Wise, Lukin, & Roos,
1991). There is little to no preservice
emphasis on the use of data in
school improvement processes.
Resources to help educators develop
these skills are emerging, but are far
from customary offesings on the pro-
fessional development agenda.

Several school administrators in the
NCREL study offered their own lack
of technical expertise as a bamier to
using assessment data. Few schools
were fortunate to have a skilled evalu-
ator or an analytically trained adminis-
trator working with the staff, Many
schools either lacked the resources
needed to build this capacity in their
staffs or reported insufficient commu-
nication between those with these
skills (e.g., individuals at the district
level) and the school-based individuals
needing the information.

Some administrators admitted to hav-

ing difficulty pouring over and making
sensa out of standard reports from
state assessments, instead relying
heavily on traditional classroom
quizzes, tests, and teacher observations
for guidance. Cthers talked about their

efforts to have teachers discuss student
progress in various subject areas
according to standardized rubrics, but
they had not begun to analyze or align
these quantifizble, local data to other

" types of assessment.

Unable to take full advantage of stu-
dent assessment data, these educators
seemed to struggle with increasing
levels of assessment-linked account-
ability and the comumunity attention
to assessment data. Not surprisingly,
these educators seemed to view the
results from some assessments as
punitive and punishing rather than -
vehicles for school improvement.

For educators, having
a foundation in data
analysis and assessment
is necessary, but not
sufficient for them to
effectively synthesize
assessment data
at the school level,

Process Training

For educators, having a foundation
in data analysis and assessment is
necessary, but not sufficient for them
to effectively synthesize assessment
data at the schoo! level. They also
need & process for using these data,
which supports ongoing, continuous
improvement, Gencrally associated
with industrial reformers such as
Walter A. Shewhart and W, Edwards
Deming, the process of continucus
improvement is often described as
the PDSA (plan-do-study-act) cycle,

an iterative approach to systemic
improvement that depends on moni-
toring and understanding the rele-
tionship between key ocutcome data.
Some have begun to translate this
cycle for educators through a combi-
nation of technical assistance, semi-
nars, and publications (Bernhardt,
1998; Langford, 1999; Sargent,
2000). In addition, many states
anempt to mode! the process of con-
tinuous improvement through the
structure and language included in
their school improvement templates.
Nonetheless, a process for using
assessmeat data, is not being accom-
modated or implemented by many
educators at the school level.

When this process is sbsent, confu-
sion reigns. Staff from one of the
participating schools indicated that
they did not see the connection
among teacher-administered in-class
assessments, their norm-referenced
district test, and the large-scale state
assessment. Nor did they know what
to do with this information.

One teacher reported: “We file [the
data), we send it home, and thea
what?" The principal echoed that
concemn, “That is my question, too.
Every building is proposing to do
something different with their data in
the school improvement plans they
submit to the district.”

At another school, the principal
desired validation from an outside
adviser, saying, “What we need is
training regarding how to assess {stu-
dents] and Lkow to use assessment
data to guide instruction, I need to
know, ‘Am I moving in the right
direction?"”

North Centrel Regional Edmut mory




Lack of Face Validity

Experts in assessment and research
methodology recognize the importance
of validity, or the extent to which a test
measures what it purpoits to measure.
The principle types of validity include
content, criterion-referenced, and con-
struct. But experts rarely cite the
importamce of face validity.

Face validity refers to what a test
appears to measure, not what it ectu-
ally does measure. Although face
validity is technically unnecessacy
far test construction purposes,
NCREL researchers found it to be
critical to many practitioners as they
confrontcd data from student assess-
ments. For some principals and
teachers, large-scale assessment data
in particular were deemed invalid
and untrustworthy because they were
not perceived to accurately measure

the achievement of their studeats.

Bducators at one participating school
with a student body of exceptional
diversity felt that for many of their
students, the emerging ahility to read
and write Enlish introduced a bias
that was not sufficiently addressed by
large-scale assessments and was not
clearly reflected in the results as they
were reported (see also Bolon, 2000).
The principa’ remarked that large-
scale state assessments did not reflect
“what we know about our students.”

Under these circumstances, data
from local, school-based assessments
were perceived to be more “valid” at
face value, pethaps because these
educators had input into their selec-
tion and the methods in which they
were used, Therefore, these educa-
tors reported trusting and relying on
these data more often than they did
with large-scale assessments.

Clearly, the tension betweea the
technical and face validity of assess-
ments is an important issue to be
considered when helping practitioners
use their assessment data,

For some principals
and teachers, large-scale
assessment data in
particular were deemed
invalid and untrustworthy
because they were not
perceived to accurately
measure the achicvement

of their students.

A TR

Overcoming the Challenges

In spite of the barriers that have been
described, some schools were mak-
ing significant efforts to use student
assessment data to guide their school
improvement efforts. Each of the fol-
lowing strategies were used by these
schools to make the task of analyz-
ing and using assessment data more
aitainable, efficient, and meaningful.

Limit assessments to those with a
specific purpose and those that
contribute to a common “‘vision”
Jfor student achievement,

Much time, effort, and money is
spent implesmenting and training staff
to use student assessments. In a
world where many educational ini-
tiatives, programs, and ianovations
compete for limited resources,
schools must 2void adding more tests

simply because they are convinced
that having more information is better.
Adding assessmeats is not just 8
resource issue; it is also a program-
matic one. Tests added to school-
based student assessment systems
without regard to & clear purpose, or
that do not promote a common, Uni-
fied vision for student achievement,
may be disruptive to ongoing school
programs. They may confuse sto-
dents, school staff, and parents about
which oulcomes are vatued. They
may also further limit time spent on
instruction. For example, one school
reported discontinuing its use of an
optional large-scale assessment tool
because it was too costly (both
financially and in terms of time
away from teaching) for the minimal
benefits they received. These educa-
tors found that they were not refer-
ring to these data for decision making
and that the test was not sufficiently
aligned with their leaming standards.

Effective school-based student
assessment systems consist of &
deliberately organized set of assess-
ment tools that are used for a clearly
articulated purpose. They ensure that
time and resources are not wasted
“over-assessing” studeats or gather-
ing redundant information that does
not align with goals for student
achievement. They provide each

- stakeholder group, from students to

state legislators, with the best infor-
matioa possible to make the decisions
they need to make (Cizek, 1995).

Align assessment, standards,
curriculum, and instruction.
Alignment here refers to the degree
of match between what students are

North Central Regional Educational Laboratory




expected to know and what informa-
tion is gathered ebout what they do
know (Webbd, 1997). Alignment is a
multifaceted concept that can be
evaluated along several domains, but
can generally be considered accord-
ing to conteat, articulation across
grades and ages, equity and fairness,
pedagogy, and systemic applicability.
When assessments are not aligned
with each other, the curriculum, or
the standards prescribed by the state
or district, there is no sense that they
are working together to provide an
overall picture of student achieve-
ment. Teachers find themselves giv-
ing more than one test covering the
same material. Studeats are asked to
take tests on material that has not yet
been covered in class,

Effective use of curriculum mapping’
can help alleviate the confusion.
Curriculum mapping is the compari:
son of what is taught in the curricu-
lum to the standards adopted by the
school, such as those delineated by
the state or district. This process
belps identify areas where specific
standards are not being sufficiently
addressed in the local curriculum.
These deficiencies are known as
“curricuium gaps.” For example, an
administrator in this study reported
that when his math teachers
“mapped"” their curriculum to their
learning standards, they discovered
that key skills for learning algebra
were not being taught in earlier
grades, Through this process, they
discoverad a potential reason for the
high foilure rate of students in their
algebra courses.

Curriculum meppiag also allows
schools to identify elements of the
curriculum that arc being unneces-

sarily repeated in the same or in
adjacent grades. These redundancies
are known as “cumiculum overlaps.”
Under the assumption that students
learn skills to mastery, overlaps can
be removed to make movement
through the curriculum more efficient.

Each assessment used by schools can
be individually aligned with the stan-
dards by comparing the specifica-
tions of the assessment (i.£., which
knowledge and skill areas are pur-

In a world where many
educational initiatives,
programs, and innova-
tions compete for limited
resources, schools must
avoid adding more tests
simply because they are
convinced that having
more information is better.

portedly measured) to the standards
adopted by a school. Results of this
process, when aggregated across all
assessments used in a school, can be
used to determine whether the i
assessments are providing a balanced
evaluation of student achievement
across the curriculum.

1t is important to note that schools in
this study worked on alignment over
an extended petiod of time. The
work was accomplished by teams
involving teachers from different
grads ievels and subject aress, and
the results continue to be reflected
upon and modified as local needs are
discovered or as state criteria change.

Provids professional development
opportunities in student assessment
Jor all teachers and staff.

Professional development is central
10 any attempt to improve the way
student achievement is assessed in
schools. Unfortunately, the preser-
vice training typically provided on
the administration, interpretation,
and use of information generated by
student assessments does not suffi-
ciently prepare teachers for the
demands of their jobs. Most states do
not require assessment training as a
condition for teacher or administra-
tor certification.

Schools that were actively using an
array of assessment data to guide
their work invariably had help from a
school leader or a district evaluator
with a solid grounding in the use of
data for continuous improvement in
schools and with a vision to model
and transfer these skills to teachers.
These experienced leaders provided
conceptual frameworks, materials,
and guidance for committees of
teachers as they mapped their curic-
ula, defined their Jocal standards,
aligned their assessments to state
standards, and worked to understand
student needs.

Additional and more formal profes-
sional development came from local
school districts or intermediate educa-
tion agencies. However, current pro-
fessional development on assessment
rarely goes deep enough to provide
teachers with information on how to
build better tests, More emphasis on
training that includes basic survey
development, how to weight and
score test items, and mapping test
items to the curriculum would
improve a teacher's ability to better

- C Educational ulbamo
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understand what he or she taught,
what tools were the most effective,
and whether students “got it.”

Maks time to invoive teachers in .
planning and implementing school
assessments.

Research has shown the importance
of teacher participation in assess-
ment activities. It not only enhances
their expertise, but also builds a peer-
based community with a “common
language,” which values professional
judgment, coltaboration, dialogue,
and decision making (Jones &
Chittenden, 1995; Myers & Pearson,
1996). Yet creating time during the
day and the week to involve teachers’
is always a challenge.

The NCREL study found that
schools committed to using assess-
ment information to guide their
work-allocated time forteachers'to
meet, discuss, and make instructional
decisions based on data. Schools
identified the need for this time, then
found it through a combination of
creative scheduling (e.g., having all
first-grade teachers share student
data while students attend “specials”
such as art and masic) and priority
setting (using weekly faculty meet-
ings to analyze student data).

Define the purpose

of assessmeni data.

The success of school-based student
assessulent systems depends on how
teachers and administrative staff use
assessment results to inform their
decisions about instruction and cur.
ticulum. Schools that have commit-
ted to using student assessment data
usa it to:

8Monitor student progress.
Continuous assessment does not
necessarily mean “constant test-
ing”" Rather, teachers can
employ several legitimate class-
room-based methods of assess-
ment that do not add to the bur-
den placed on students. These
may include ongoing measures
of fluency on basic skills, obser-

PomRRES e

Schools committed to
using assessment informa-
tion to guide their work
allocated time for teachers
to meet, discuss, and make
instructional decisions
based on data.

M

vations of student participation
in collaborative projects, meet-
ing individually with studeats,
and hosting smafl discussion
groups. Continuous monitoring
of student progress means the
consideration of data obtained
from multiple sourcés—formal
and informal—in ways that lead
to sound decisions about how to
flexibly tailor instruction to
individual students’ needs
(Shepard, 2000).

sEvaiuate where assessments
converge and diverge. When
schools attempt to create an
alignment between their leamn-
ing standards and what is mea-
sured by various assessment

tools, they need to be aware that
the results from assessments sre
not always perfectly comelated.
Some tests will provide richer
data in certain domains; others
may test a narrower range of
skills and may therefore give
information that is highly con-
sistent with the standardized test
developed by their state, It is
important for schools to evalu-
ate how the information they.
obtain from various assessment
tools may be consistent with
other information they have on
the student (convergent validity)
and where this information may
be unique, but still valugble .
(divergent validity).

Schools can use the data
obtained from tests administered
by extemnal agencies (¢.8., the
state and district) to determine
whether the picture of student
achievement provided by the
tests is consistent with the pic-
ture provided by local assess-
ments (€.g., teacher-designed
tests). Schools must evaluate the
mix of convergent and divergent
information that works best for
their assessment needs,

& Judge the efficacy of local
curriculum and instructional
practices, Most schools use -
common, universal assessment
tools such as standardized tests
that are administered infre-
quently. However, assessments
that are administered and ana-
lyzed more frequently have
been shown to be more effective
in gauging student progress.
Schools committed to measur-
ing the rate of learning for indi-
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vidual students assess and ana-
lyze these data over long periods
of time to begin to see trends,
These trends identify which
children are leaming, falling
behind, or ready to move on to
more challenging curricula.
Localized tools and methods
like this help teachers individu-
alize their instruction according
to the different needs of their
students and facilitate flexible
groupings within classes based
on studeats’ skills. When used -
districtwide, they can ensure
some consistency in how chil-
dren are formatively evaluated
within classrooms,

Options for State
Policymakers

Policyraakers should consider
following steps to help schools eftec-
tively use assessment data.

Y+

1,Set clear learning sta&

o ._....__-__..

enough” to move students on in
the curriculum, what levels sug-
gest the need for more practice,
and what levels indicate that indi-
vidual students need intervention
to accelerate their tearning. For
example, state education agencies
could help practitioners better
align the state data with local
cumculn if they (a) disseminate
examples, lof student work that
mpresent proﬁcxancy categories,
® releasé representative test
xtcms kid to standards, and
© dlséem:\me lesson plans and

examp)es

Sachmg that support
the stenda

In agldxnon- to: large-scale assess-
~ o .
ts, states d-consider

developing and aligning\t::lass-
room-based assessments that ¢an
be used more frequently by\teac)\-
ers to continually track studen
leaming according to the stan-
dards. This method creates the

—:@_sggx}_nhgy :of:as ‘two-umd—sys— .ﬂ

T e

tEm em Of assessmzn wuh’star;

Leamning standards should" Fitlie _Q__ ized _gLn{j ahgned gms cntg%
expectations for what stu ents’are" the large scale.and.finer-grained.
expected to know and be able i classroom level (S er,r2000)

do with minimal ambxgtﬁtf ! / ) \
Consider how standards i affec\. ) 3,Prib ritxz; the iksiue of‘dée&nent/

classrooms in local.school districts—— “for intennedia(eedughon

and how progresgw(lll be.doct- ~r-- - agendes. —
mented and re accqnimg:lo ( ( ‘Ne;wor of m;e!‘metﬁtﬂ erﬁca—(\ ﬂ
. |
these standards %fr_“f° 1,9961 )\ o Lgenc@s can provide .exoeltem__
il opporiunilies 0 exchange:informa=
2.Align all smermnndated-ﬁsse&% """ "‘ion on the use of state assessment
ment.s to the i ng standards. results and other assessments, for
Identify stud ';“' p:erformance crite- school-improvement planning, cur-
ria for mandated.assessments that riculum alignment, and developing
will help cducators use these data local assessments. Intermediate
, to guide instruction and interven- education agencies often play an
tion. Educators need to know what instrumental role in local efforts to
levels of performance are “good improve school-based assessment

systems. These networks could be
used to:

©Disseminate informatidn to
schools and their constituencies
about state curriculum frame-
works, standards, and assess-
ments.

B Advise schools on which assess-
ments will be most useful to
them and provids technical
assistance on matters of assess-
ment development and align-
ment, curriculum mapping, and
professional development.

¥ Assist schools in exchanging
information about successful
models and strategies for devel-
oping school-based assessment
systems.

State education agencies should
play a coordinating role in these
networks by providing-intermedi--
ate education agencies with infor-
mation about the state curriculum
frameworks, the state assessment
tool(s), state content and perfor-
mance standards, sample scoring
rubrics, and general guidelines for
interpreting aggregated and disag-
gregated results.

f}’mvnde professional develop-
inent to help local educators
understand how state curriculum

———frameworks and assessments can

R ey

gum&he development of school-

ments and improve-
v

State agencies and commissions
have developed professional devel- '
opreat resources (€.g., state educa-
tion agency Web sites and direct
mailings) aimed to help educators

BEST COPY AVAILABLE
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create assessment systems and-
school improvement plans. Yet
these resources may not be used
a3 extensively as anticipated since
they tend to be too large and com-
plex or can be particularly uninvit-
ing in printed form.

State departmeats of education
should consider “live" demonstra-
tions of these products in the field,
whenever possible, and the distrib-
ution of accompanying user-
friendly materials that may be
used more effectively in helping
schools develop assessment sys-
tems and school improvement
plaas. Finally, the ethical use of
assessments should be an impor-
tant part of these presentations
(American Educational Research
Association, 2000; Lian, 2000).

§,Encourage state teacher colleges
to offer coiirses ofi the Tolé of
assessment in fnstruction, the
analysis and application of
assessment data, and the use of
state content and performance
standards.

Many new teachers graduate'from
state teacher colleges lacking the
necessary knowledge about the
state standards for the grade level
and/or subject they teach. Few
teachers are adequately trained in
how to assess student achieve-
ment and how to apply the results
of student assessments to their
instruction. State policymakers
should strongly encourage state
teacher colleges to integrate infor-
mation about state content frame-
works, standards, and assessments
into the coursework of preservice
teachers. State education agencies

might also consider developing
curriculum units that it could rec-
ommend for use in college-level
courses for presesvice teachets.

6.Seek outside assistance for

schools in their efforts to develop
local performance based sssess-
ments that can be linked to stan-
dards and aligned with other
forms of assessment.

Schools may choose to design
assessments that are independent
of those developed by the state. To
do this well, many schools will

State policymakers
should strongly encour-
age state teacher colleges
to integrate information
about state content
frameworks, standards,
and assessments into
the coursework of

* preservice teachers.

_M—

need outside help. Outside organi-
zations can provide the necessary
technical support and expertise to_
make performance-based assess-
ments that address the nceds of
local schools and districts more
accessible. For example, an
assessment clearinghouse could
be provided and maintained on

a state-by-state basis. Funded
through state education agency
budgets or as part of the state
assessment budget, the clearing-
house could provide a common
source of information, assessment
tools, outcore data, and support.

If the clearinghouse is Web-based,
teachers could have instant access
to aligned assessment tools and
their specific test data to see how
their school, distsict, or cvea
classrooms perform relative to
state standards.

7. Further Investigate the face
valldity of standardized, large-
scale assessments with adminis-
trators and teachers.

This study suggests that some
educators, particularly those serv-
ing children with divesse back-
grounds and limited language
skills, have little confidence in the
data gained from large-scale
assessments. This, in tum, scems
to discourage them from using
these data. Palicymakers should
probe these issues further with edu-
cators to detesmine if the assess-
ments, of the methods in which
results are reposted, can be modi-
fied to remove potential biases.

Policy Options for Local
School and District Leaders

The following steps could be taken
by local school and district adminis-
trator's to facilitate the effective use
of assessment data:

1. Decide which tests and assess-
ments are truly necessary.
Make a distinction betweea those
tests that are truly useful and those
that have been adopted because
they are popularly used (WestEd,
2000). When particular assessment
tools are identified as being of lim-
ited vaiue and are costly, their use
in schools should be discontinued.

Reglona Educau uo
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2, Involve teachers in efforts to
develop assessment practices
that satisfy local needs, align
with state frameworks, and
track student progress over
time,

Schools that are making the most
headway in using student assess-
ment data use what me, be the
most valuable resource available
to them—their own teachers, Two
of the characteristics that were
found to be important in schools

committed to using student assess-

ment information were:

a "_he degree to which teachers

were iavolved in various phases

of local assessment work

b. The degree to which schools

created time for teachers to reg-

ularly meet, plan, and discuss
the relationship between the
‘multiple assessiiehits they ise

3. Allocate more time—or modify
existing schedules——so that

teachers may analyze and reflect

upon siudent sssessment data,
plan revisions to thelr curriculs
and teaching practices, and

recelve inservice support on how

to use student assessmaent data
effectively.

Studies of educatic= =<form and
improvement efforts invariably

identify time as a major challenge.

If teachers are to become more
invoived in the development of a
student assessment system at their
school, they are going to require
that either additional time be allo~
cated to this work or that the time
they have in schoot bé allocated
differently.

Conclusion

Assessment is a valuable tool in the
education process and is often the
first plecz reformers look to make
changes. High-quality school-based
assessment systems let educators
know what students have leamed
and what they have not, and what is
being taught effectively and what
needs to be taught better. However,
when too many unaligned tests or
assessment methods are used simul-
taneously with no clear and unified
‘vision, the resulting data not only
can be confusing, but conflicting.
No rezl change can be made without
an accurate, definitive picture of
where the changes need to be made.

R

High-quality
school-based assessment
systems let educators
know what students have
learned and what they
have not, and whai is
being taught effectively
and what needs to be
taught better.

By considering the strategies used
by some of the schools in this study

* and by applying the policy options

listed above, teachers, administra-
tors, and policymakers can begin to
provide the necessary support for
schcols as they attempt to identify
the leaming needs of students whe
are incressingly diverse in their cul-
tural and academic backgrounds.
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Executive Summary:

Using Student Assessment Data: What Can We Learn From Schools?

New education Initatives and calls for increased accountability have raised the demands on schools to develop more

effective, integrated methods for assessing student achievement. Many schools work diligently to integrate a multitude
of assessments and to blend the resulting information into an overall picture of student achievement, all while responding
to the varying information demands of their stakeholders. The task is a difficult and daunting one that calls for additional
time, attention, and energy—challenging requirements in and of themselves to school administrators and teachers.

To better undersiand the barriers related to this problem,
consider the following:

©Most educators have received Little fonmal training in
student assessment and the use of related data to improve
teaching and leaming.

@Educators lack a process for using data that supports
ongoing, continuous improvement in their schools.

8 Large-scale assessments, in particulas, lack face validity
with some educators, Although technically uninecessary for
test construction purposes, face vatidity can be important.
Assessments that are weak in face validity may be
perceived as insccurate and untrustworthy measures
of achicvement by some educators.

Policymakers should consider the following sieps to help schools
avercome these challenges and effectively use assessment data:

N Align all state-mandated asscssments to clearly defined
learning standards, Leaming standards should outline
expectations for what students are expected to know and
be able to do with minimal ambiguily. Mandated tests
should align to these standards, and performance criteria
should be delineated to help educators use resulting data
to guide instruction and intervention.

®Prioritize the fssue of assessment for infermediate
education agencles, Networks of intermediate education
ageivies can exchange information on the use of state and
other assessment results for school improvement planning,
curriculum slignment, and developing local assessinents,

& Provide professional development to help local educators
understand how state curriculum frameworks and
asscasnrents can gulde the development of school-based
assessntents and improvement plans. State departments
of education should consider “live” demonstrations of
existing products In the field and the distribution of accom-
panying user-friendly materials that may be used more
effectively in helping schools develop assessment systems
and school improvement plans,

lEmmgemm&m\eolmtoomr courses on the
vole of assessiment in instructlon, ike analysls and
sppilcation of assessment dats, and the use of slate
content and performance siandards, State education
agencies might also consider developing curriculum units
that it could recommend for use in college-level courses
for preservics teachers.

®Further Investigate the face validity of standerdized,
large-scale acsessments with adminlstrators and teachers.
Policymakers should probo these issues with educatars
{0 determine whether the assessments, ot the methods in
which resulis are reported, can be modified to remove -
potential biases.

" The following policy options can be considered by local school
and district administrators to facilitate the effective use of
assessment data:

BDeclde which tests and assessments are necessary,
Assessment tools that are of limited value should be
discontinued,

® Invalve teachers in efforts to develop assessment practices
that satiely local needs, align with state frameworks, and
track student progress over time., Schools that are making
the most headway in using student assessment data use what
mybemmvﬂmbbmwmavﬁhbkww
own teachen.

S Allocate more time—or modify extating schedules—
50 that teachers may analyze and reflect upon student
assessment data, plan revisions to their curriculum and
teaching practices, and receive inservice support on
how to use student asseesment data effectively. If teachers
are going to become more involved in the developmeat of
a student assessment system at their school, they are going
1o require that either additional time be allocated to this
work or that the time they have in school bs allocated
differently.

1
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Endnotes tion that could help researchers _ Ohio also introduce new student
better understand the student assessments to classrooms such
L ::Ih d‘;o m zr‘:m:g;:; ade assessments being developed as mnnil}g records._s?elling
‘i and used locaily, and information inventories, and writing samples.
by Michigan State Board of about Jocal efforts to set stan-
Bducation staff. Selected schools 4 . . . The issue of alignment i3
. . ards, align curriculum, or both. o oat .
were located in different regions The stud be downloaded b described in more detail on pages
. . y can be downloaded by . :
of the state end were diverse in the end of November 2000 at: 4.'5' Howevef, a detailed desa:lp-
terms of student enrofiment fig- hitp:fiwww.ncrelorg/policy/ .nb o tion of the alignment process 5
ures and key student characteris- ) pOlICY/pUbSL: beyond the scope of thxs paper.
tics (e.g., SES, ethnicity). . A growing number of state and For more details on alignment,
NCREL researchers performed * local initiatives to improve stu- see Webb, 1997.
on-site, semistructured interviews dent leaming, pa.niculaﬂy in the . For example. NCREL has devel
related to school-based assess- area of early literacy, have oped a Web site (www.ncrel,
ment practices with teachers, increased the number of student org/currmap) designed to assist
principals, and district-level staff. . assessments schools use in the districts in their efforts to map
A total of 46 interviews were primary years. Indiana, for exam- ont new mathematics and science
conducted in nine sites. Teachers ple, has funded a whole-school curricula. Users can access rich
were selected for participation by intervention program that enables international matbematics and
* their curriculum director or prin- schools to restructure regolar science curriculum maps from
cipal based on their prior experi- classroom reading instruction in 2 top-achieving nations.
ence with using student assess- manner compatible with Reading Comparable maps of state stan-
ments and data. Participants were Recovery®. Early literacy pto- dards will be available on this
also asked to provide documenta- grams in [llinois, Michigan, and Web site in the next year.
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